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The emerging writers read from their work at the Salon event. These 
Salons provide a perfect opportunity for young and emerging writers to 
present their work but also to practice reading in front of an audience 
which is an important part of a writer’s life. All three of these writers have 
participated in a university creative writing programme. I asked them a 
few questions about the courses and our Salon events.
Avid: Can creative writing degrees at university teach 
you to write?
Kate Cantrell: The difference between writing at university and 
writing in an attic is this idea of isolation. At university, you are not writing 
into a void. There is a process through which your writing must pass. 
There is opportunity to receive feedback on your work. The only 
commonality that binds writers is that we all have a writing process. 
For some of us, it is shrouded in mystery. For others, it is more tangible. 
A good creative writing course provides you with a space to pull apart 
your process; to fi nd the parts that are scratched, broken or not working 
as smoothly as possible. Writing is a practice, like ballet or golf. You need 
to practise the same stroke or the same technique over and over again 
until you get it right. A good creative writing class allows that.
Belinda Hilton: Anyone can write, a creative writing degree will train 
you to be a better writer. In a degree you learn how to manage your 
writing, you learn editing skills, how to write to a genre piece and what 
to avoid when writing. Even if you’re not a creative writing student you 
learn a lot about writing at university, be that academic essays, reports 
or applications. Every degree requires you to submit written work and 
like any skill, practise makes perfect.
Nicole Crowe: I don’t think they can teach you to write, exactly, but 
the guidance you receive from your supervisor is invaluable. When 
you’re working on a novel of tens of thousands of words, you can easily 
fi nd yourself in a ‘blind to the forest for the trees’ situation. An objective 
pair of eyes to identify holes in plot and character makes a huge 
difference to your end product.
Avid: What has been the most positive thing about university 
in terms of your writing? 
Kate Cantrell: Exposure. University introduced me to other ways 
of thinking, reading and researching; all of which press on my writing. 
I think this is a good thing. Being part of a culture that takes creativity 
seriously is something I fi nd encouraging.  Studying writing has opened 
many opportunities, from writing campaign material for the United 
Nations to reciting love poems for Anna Bligh. University exposes your 
writing to directions it may otherwise not have gone in. Sometimes it 
even forces you to look backwards. All this comes down to a question 
of engagement. It’s about understanding where your writing has come 
from, so that you can work out where it has to go.
Belinda Hilton: I did not initially study writing at university, I was a 
theatre and visual arts major. During my fi rst year of university I did one 
compulsory writing subject but was focused on performance and art. It 
was through the student cultural clubs that I developed a real interest in 
writing and began reading poetry at open mic nights on campus. I 
eventually completed my degree focussing on writing subjects. If it wasn’t 
for those student groups I may never have pursued writing. Hearing other 
students work and realising how talented they are is very motivating, it 
pushes you to write more.
Nicole Crowe: It has forced me to structure and plan my time to 
achieve an outcome within the candidature period.
Avid: You guys have read at an Avid Reader Salon. How does 
that impact on you as a writer? Is reading in public an 
important part of your work?
Kate Cantrell: For me, writing is a process that is always unfi nished 
and unable to be closed. So my stories are often crystallised, not in the 
moment they are recorded, but in the moment they are read. I think 
reading is important for writers because it’s important for a writer to 
know the shape and sound of their voice. Reading allows writers to keep 
in touch with their words, their readers and the context in which they are 
publishing. Reading can also be a useful editing tool. If something 
sounds forced or contrived or unconvincing out loud, then it probably 
sounds like that on paper. We need to understand how writing is 
received in order to understand how it is created. 
Belinda Hilton:  I came to writing from a performance background 
and love reading my work. People have commented that my work reads 
like it should be spoken out loud. Reading my work in public allows me 
to complete the process, I can portray the words as I intended them, I 
can fl esh out my characters and give voice to the emotions on the page. 
It is also great exposure, there are no guarantees of being about to share 
the work in the traditional published form, reading in public allows the 
work to reach those whom may not have found it otherwise.
In May, Avid Reader enjoyed one of our very successful Salon Events featuring 
Favel Parrett, debut author of the wonderful Past the Shallows and three emerging 
writers, Belinda Hilton (Griffi th University) Nicole Crowe (UQ) and Kate Cantrell (QUT). 
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That afternoon, my parents stripped back the walls in the spare room 
and tried to agree on a colour. My mother, who had a mysterious 
attitude towards children, did not believe in fi nding out the sex of a child. 
My father thought this was strange since my mother hated surprises.
Once, before they married, my parents got into a fi ght about what 
chicken nuggets are made of. My mother said it was white meat deep 
fried in hot fat with a little bit of corn fl our. My father said it was cat. Later 
that night, my mother stood at the kitchen sink and stacked the cups 
and dishes. After a while she sighed and said, ‘Those poor little kittens.’ 
My father, who had started to feel bad about the whole thing, snuck off 
to the bedroom. There he took off all his clothes, except his socks, and 
hid in the wardrobe. Inside he saw the red knit gloves my mother won 
at a cent auction. He pulled one over his head. When my mother 
opened the doors, he jumped out and shouted ‘Sorry!’ 
My mother, who had excellent refl exes, punched him in the belly.
‘I’m a chicken!’ my father cried, falling to the fl oor.
‘No,’ my mother replied. ‘You’re an idiot.’
After they married, my mother’s involuntary movements made 
competitive sports, like mixed netball, exciting endeavours. But they 
also made little things, like romantic gestures, diffi cult to stomach.
‘Well it’s defi nitely a boy,’ my father said now. ‘So what about the jungle? 
We could paint some parrots on the wall and put a lion beside the bed. 
Jimmy did it for his boys. They got nightmares at fi rst but then they liked 
it. They were scared of the monkeys, I think.’ 
My mother frowned.
‘What if it’s a girl?’
‘No, it’s defi nitely a boy,’ my father repeated. ‘And I think we should call 
him Don. I looked up Don on the internet. It means noble warrior.’
My mother nodded.
‘Why don’t we call him Tarzan?’
My father, who split all his days into debts and credits, did not play 
games of chance. He went to the casino once a year and that was 
to balance their books. Sometimes, when he spoke, he shaped his 
sentences as numeric expressions with precise limits and values. But 
in the spare room with open windows, he miscalculated the probability 
of a daughter. It wasn’t that he didn’t want one. It was more that he had 
just fi nished reading a book called Predicting and Infl uencing Gender. 
Statistically, my father discovered, based on time of conception and 
the life span of sperm, a boy was far more likely.
A boy was far more likely to climb a broken drain pipe and rake leaves 
out of the gutter. At breakfast, a boy would eat sausages—cold or heated. 
A boy would grow to be tall. A tall boy could change a light bulb or pick 
a kite from a tree. In summer, when the fan blades broke, a boy would 
squeeze the pimples on his father’s back; the ones in the curve above 
his pants.
‘You know the ones,’ my father said, waving his tweezers. 
My mother was not so certain.
‘No one’s ever going to do that.’ 
That afternoon, my mother went by herself to the paint store.
‘I’m having a baby,’ she said.
A woman nearby suggested yellow.
My mother said, ‘Yellow is safe.’
When she returned home, my father opened the tin with a knife.
‘What do you think?
My father stood up.
‘It’s great,’ he said.
But when my mother wasn’t watching, he painted a baby monkey, 
no bigger than a fi st, on the back of the bedroom door.
The Certainty of YellowThe Certainty of Yellow i   
By Kate Cantrell
